University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiSur

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

10-21-1986

Article: Cuba's Food Rationing System, Favorite
Target of Foreign Critics
LADB Staff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur
Recommended Citation
LADB Staff. "Article: Cuba's Food Rationing System, Favorite Target of Foreign Critics." (1986). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/
notisur/77

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiSur by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 77821
ISSN: 1060-4189

Article: Cuba's Food Rationing System, Favorite Target of
Foreign Critics
by LADB Staff
Category/Department: Cuba
Published: 1986-10-21
In an Oct. 17 article for Mexican newspaper EL NACIONAL, and Cuban news agency PRENSA
LATINA, Omar Sepulveda addressed issues related to the country's food rationing system, a
favorite target for foreign critics of Cuban socialism. Sepulveda introduces the discussion by stating
what he calls an "irrefutable truth": while it is difficult to grow fat on Cuban food rations, it is also
impossible for ration recipients to go hungry. Initiated in 1962 in response to food supply problems,
the ration card or "libreta" symbolizes one of several government programs introduced to subsidize
a nationwide nutrition program.
Cuba's 10 million inhabitants are today among the most well-fed among all Latin America nations.
This fact is demonstrated, according to Sepulveda, by Cuban life expectancy (74 years), low infant
mortality, high literacy rates and the quantity and quality of formal education. Cuba, in brief, enjoys
one of the highest living standards of all nations in the region. However, Sepulveda is quick to point
out that like other developing nations, Cuban life can hardly be described as "easy" or "luxurious."
The "libreta" ensures that all citizens have access to a diet rich in calories, protein and fats. This
minimum diet includes meat, pasta, grains, dairy products, vegetables and other foodstuffs, as
well as cigarettes, at subsidized prices. For medical reasons, some Cubans receive extra subsidized
rations, such as additional milk or meat rations. Total monthly food expenditure for a family of four
is about US$40. The average salary in Cuba is $185 per month, and most households contain at least
two income earners. Health and education costs do not enter into the household budget, as these
services are provided free of charge by the government.
Next, housing rental and mortgage payments are limited by law to a maximum of 10% of household
income. Throughout Latin America, scholars and others ask two fundamental questions about
nutrition in Cuba. First, "Are Cubans hungry?", i.e., "Are the rations adequate?" Second, "Are
Cubans well-nourished?" Sepulveda writes that a simple answer to such questions is not possible.
He points out that more than two million persons lunch in workers canteens on a daily basis at a
cost of 50 (Cuban) cents per meal.
Next, about one-third of the student population receive free meals at school, and others are fed at no
cost in hospitals. Whether or not rations are adequate, he continues, depends on what one considers
"necessary." For some individuals, the ration is probably insufficient in quantity if they were solely
dependent on subsidized food rations. Generally speaking, however, workers eat only one meal a
day at home. Thus, in general terms, Sepulveda states that government officials consider the ration
nutritionally adequate. Cubans, of course, can eat more than their rations allow, but they have to
pay for it. Sepulveda states that one can obtain lobster, steaks or whatever, but such foods are not
cheap.
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While the government subsidizes basic nutrition, a free market exists in Cuba, where food prices
are higher. A packet of common cigarettes costs 30 cents on the ration card. However, if one is a
confirmed smoker and requires more than the libreta allows, each additional packet costs 1.60 pesos.
(At present, the Cuban government is promoting an anti- smoking campaign. Cuba is one of the
world's largest tobacco growers and exporters.) Even the most vociferous critics of the ration system
admit that it permits a minimum quantity of foodstuffs for every citizen, regardless of his or her
income. Guaranteeing subsistence foodstuffs at low prices to 10 million people is one of the Cuban
government's primary objectives. Sepulveda calls it a difficult, but "deeply humanitarian" task.

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

